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I. Introduction 
  This paper mainly focuses on the operational logic and historical continuity of banquet 
rituals of the type frequently held at General Temple in Dali, Yunnan. General Li Mi 
remains an important deity to this day in Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture') in Southwest 
China. A large number of believers continue to make offerings and light incense for General 
Li Mi on a daily basis. According to the inscription at the temple, General Li Mi was a 
defeated invader sent by the Tang monarchy who subsequently became the regional patron 
deity2). Previously, most authors have concerned themselves with the historical origins of 
General Li Mi and how he came to be accepted by the local society (Yang 2004, Dong 
2009). Others have focused on the identity politics of worshippers along with the apotheosis 
of General Li Mi in the Ming dynasties. These studies describe the different reasons that 
competing local forces attempted to raise the status of General Li Mi (Lian 2015). The 
research of He (2010) draws attention to the modem transformation f General Temple that 
coincided with its growing influence. She explains how a circle of believers began to form 
within the villages, centering on the Temple and developing into a non-periodical ritual in 
the 1990s. 
 Although these studies mentioned above extended our knowledge of General Li Mi 
across historical time, most authors merely put General Li Mi in the category of benzhu 
(patron deities of Bai), which I think is to lose sight of the cultural affinities of the popular 
religions of the Bai and Han Chinese. Yokoyama (1992) was first to contextualize the 
formation of benzhu in the process of interaction between Dali's vernacular t adition and 
the Han Chinese influence. Zhao (2015) also pointed out that the historical narratives 
related to benzhu worship as written by Bai intellectuals have been essentialized as a 
distinctive cultural marker of the Bai. In this paper, I intentionally include the worship of 
General Li Mi in its larger context of regional phenomena across different groups of people 
in Dali, a context hat is closely linked with the historical process of the cultural integration 
of this area. General Li Mi is not only worshipped by the Bai people but also by the Han 
Chinese, part of Yi people, and even new migrants urrounding Erhai basin.
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 Based on my fieldwork in 2016 and 2017, I found that different ypes of rituals coexist at 
the contemporary General Temple3). Non-periodical rituals have become the most common 
and frequent form of ritual in contemporary temples. Urban Bai and Han Chinese 
households occasionally come to the temple to pray for good fortune and safety, for 
example, when people plan to buy a new car, are preparing to get married, plan to have 
children, hope to be successful at school, etc. Although the purpose of worship differs from 
person to person, when the name of each of the hundreds of spiritual guests are summoned, 
everyone present treats each special guest with care and patience. Host families invariably 
prepare various dishes to suit the tastes of the spirits, arrange "seats" for their otherworldly 
guests without considering their status, introduce the names of dishes, enthusiastically 
entertain their guests, and in general create the appropriate atmosphere. I refer to this 
 practice in this article as the ritual of the banquet. In this paper, I will argue that the ritual of • 
the banquet can be understood as a vivid scene of hospitality that is inscribed with social 
and historical meaning and serves as a tactic of the art of guanxi. 
 Providing a banquet or feast can express hospitality,but at the same time, a banquet has a 
strong binding power that pressures guests to reciprocate. Recently, discussions on the topic 
of hospitality have been reintroduced into anthropological discourse. Cases in China show 
that hosting involves the production of relatedness, which ultimately manifests itself in 
networks of mutual assistance (Kipnis 1997). Furthermore, this relatedness encompasses a 
propensity to cross cosmological divides, even extending to non-human entities (Candea 
and Da Col 2012: 12). Examples of believers playing host to ancestors, ghosts, spirits, and 
other invisible beings have been widely reported in Asia (Ortner 1978, Stafford 2000, Chau 
2006, see also Ladwig 2012). As I aim to show, the operational logic of rituals held at 
General Temple have the goal of cultivating guanxi (social relationships) with superior 
beings. 
  As Wolf (1974) has mentioned, in the popular eligion of the Han people of Taiwan, the 
conception of worship is largely determined by the social landscape, and the gods are often 
thought of in terms of supernatural bureaucrats who can be bribed by giving them gifts in 
the form of sacrifices. Ahern (2007: 29-96) further developed the concept of this 
phenomenon, referring to it as "bureaucratic efficacy," in that people can tap into power by 
offering the gods food and showing them deference. Thus, popular eligions have played a 
role in teaching people how to communicate with officials. This point is applicable in both 
the Han and the Bai cases. Since impartial officials here on earth often intrude through ties 
of kinship and friendship, everybody makes efforts to build special relationships with them 
while recognizing their authority and showing gratitude for the protection of their superiors. 
The manipulation of guanxi continues to function effectively in contemporary times in
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the social sphere of the Han Chinese as well as in that of minority groups. Mayfair (1994) 
viewed in retrospect the origin of guanxi in relation to Confucianism and introduced the 
instrumental character of guanxi in today's Chinese cities. Wank (2002: 15) thought hat 
"the necessity of cultivating relationships with powerful state actors is central to the 
experience of entrepreneurs in China's emerging private economy." John (2013: 76-113) 
regarded guanxi as "law" that is closely related to elite networks and corruption in the 
reform era of the People's Republic of China (P.R.C.). Similarly, in this paper, I posit that 
the ritual of the banquet, on the one hand, undoubtedly emanates a strong aura of 
manipulation and stresses the importance of cultivating uanxi. The host treats the spirit 
guest in accordance with the principle of the efficacy of acquaintance, which has long been 
a necessary technique applied in the social life of Dali, especially when dealing with 
dignitaries. On the other hand, the ritual of the banquet affirms historical continuity, in that 
General Li Mi has been linked with other elational deities throughout history, creating a 
cyclical pattern in the way the General's role has undergone changes in the local mythology. 
The General's temple consequently became a crowded "parlor" where local people have 
regularly added new statues of other spirits. 
 In addition, the efficacy of acquaintance and guanxi is further reinforced by the 
benmingnian.4) There were widespread rumors that there would be a great many latent 
dangers lurking throughout this auspicious year, and local people believe in the necessity of 
effectively balancing all kinds of guanxi in order to successfully navigate the potential 
crises. Thus, numerous deities and people were invited to the banquet. Utilizing the 
different phases of the cycle of General Li Mi, ritual participants can better access and 
satisfy the General (as well as other deities at the same time) in the interests of receiving a 
positive response to their entreaties, and by dealing with both deities and humans 
simultaneously in the temple, host families hope to cement old ties and establish new ties— 
at both the sacred and profane levels—to resolve latent dangers.
 H.  Strangers and "Hospitable" Dali
 The Dali basin is located in the northwest of the Yunnan-Guizhou Plateau, with Tibet and 
India to the north and Burma to the west. In the pre-modem era, this region benefited from 
its important geopolitical position. Merchants from what are today inland China, Tibet, and 
South and. Southeast Asia transformed Dali into a transport hub and distribution center 
along the South Silk Road. Moreover, nearly all ambitious rulers or monarchs invariably set 
their sights on Dali as a preliminary target in order to control the southwest frontier of 
China, which enhanced their capability to reach mainland Southeast Asia. Regardless of
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whether or not they were successful, various conquerors left their traces, to a greater or 
lesser degree, on this land. Evidence of this can be found in the widespread respect for 
military heroes, ultimately leading local people to turn generals and soldiers into deities 
(Fitzgerald 2005: 148). General Li Mi and his soldiers are one such case. 
 It is no exaggeration tosay that the Dali basin is a place that hasnever lacked externality. 
Outside conquerors and merchants constantly opened Dali's gates, making it possible for 
all kinds of people and things to come streaming in. Even before Dali was incorporated into 
the rule of the Central dynasty5), there was a great deal of cultural interactions between Dali 
and inland China. The most dramatic phase of cultural integration began in the thirteenth 
century when Kublai Khan conquered Dali. The Ming and Qing armies followed in the 
fifteenth and seventeenth centuries, respectively. Central authorities gradually constructed a 
means of governance in the southwest frontier of China from Yuan to Qing through 
mandatory immigration, military garrisons and farming, the establishment of an 
administrative capital, Confucian schools, and the regulation of the forces of local chieftains 
and religions. The establishment of the P.R.C. and new policies of the reform era promoting 
and managing the development of leisure industries, investment in infrastructure, national 
and transnational tourism, and migration transformed the externality of Dali. E. Notar 
(2006) has explained the processes of representation a d re-representation f externality in 
 local landscapes and popular culture  through  the concept of "displacement of desire," in 
which natives both benefit and suffer from the continual introduction of modernity. 
 Constant population integration ot only brings about flexible situations of ethnicity 
(Zhao 2006) and kinship (Ma 2006) but also creates an intricate pantheon. It is difficult to 
trace the origin of each deity, but it is certain that they are always related to others as 
parents, brothers, sisters, spouses, or subordinates. These relational deities may be 
juxtaposed in the same temple (but on different altars), appear in different emples, or exist 
only in legend. General Li Mi is famously associated with widespread nepotism in Dali. 
Worshippers not only visit General Temple to honor General Li Mi and his subordinates but 
also the God of Wealth, the Goddess of Fertility, and other spirits. Some of these deities are 
materially represented in the hall while others exist only in peoples' minds. Each deity is in 
charge of different functions, and the crowded temple and diverse petitions of worshippers 
present an image of General Temple as a city hall with different executive departments and 
relevant officials. 
 Another consequence of the influx of outsideness is that the people of Dali became very 
skilled at hospitality and social contact. Strangers were once perceived as dangerous, but 
now meeting them is thought o be propitious, be they outside officials or important 
business partners who might bring them latent fortune and opportunities. This can be
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partially attributed to Dali's beautiful scenery and leisurely rhythms. Local people know 
how to use their idyllic environment to establish guanxi. General Temple surely provides 
such an atmosphere since it is fortuitously situated in Cangshan Mountain National Park, 
which is endowed with landscapes of both cultural and natural significance. Although the 
temple was once destroyed uring the Cultural Revolution, it was rebuilt quickly in the 
1980s as a historical site. Adding bus routes from the city made it easy to access within 30 
minutes, and urban households often visit the temple on the weekends. 
 Nowadays, visiting General Temple and enacting rituals go hand in hand with hiking, 
family picnics, and banquets. People do not need to prepare very much, as a private 
contractor from a nearby village manages General Temple. As long as worshippers are 
willing to pay, the temple offers sundry services, including a little grocery shop, sacrifice 
preparation, spirit mediums, and even rental of kitchenware, tables, chairs, and mahjong 
equipment. In short, this is a space where visitors can entertain guests and deal with 
religious affairs at the same time. When an urban household decides to hold a ritual at 
General Temple, rooms can be reserved and other necessary equipment rented in advance. 
If the host finds the high prices of equipment unacceptable, there is always the option of 
making preparations on one's own and only reserving a room. This part is unavoidable if a 
host family plans to carry out a ritual at the temple. There is even a dedicated space where 
guests can settle in to play mahjong to kill time. After booking, a host family makes a guest 
list and sends out invitations. In the following sections, I will describe one banquet ritual 
that I attended in spring of 2016 at General Temple.
III. The Ritual of the Banquet
Basic Setting 
 A banquet in Dali is generally called qingke or juyiju, literally meaning "to host guests" 
or "to get together." Guests often include not only humans but also spirits, and the people 
of Dali treat both of them seriously. In the case of General Temple, a host family would 
always prepare a lavish meal, create a suitable atmosphere, . and entertain the two kinds of 
guests. There are several important rules in this ritual. First, spirits should enjoy their meal 
before humans do. Second, the roles are divided so that the hostess erves pirit guests and 
the host serves human guests. What's more, the hostess cannot invite spirits directly, so she 
depends on a spirit medium to send her request. The procedure of the ritual of the banquet 
consists in four steps: 1) preparation and purification, 2) raw sacrifice, 3) cooked sacrifice, 
and 4) departure. These four steps are actually quite similar to the ceremonial procedures 
carried out at banquets held for human guests on any given day. The commonality is that
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both of them serve the ultimate purpose of showing hospitality to honored guests, further 
nurturing relationships, and resolving latent hreats. 
 Contemporary townspeople continue to carry out the ritual of the banquet at General 
Temple. According to the purpose of each worshipper, the scale and number of guests may 
vary. Usually, the greatest number of spirit guests attend the ritual banquet for the 
benmingnian. People think that during this special year, it will only be possible to resolve 
latent danger when one is able to balance all kinds of guanxi. Among the ritual banquets in 
which I participated, the case of Uncle Zhang's family (an urban Bai household), who 
invited numerous deities and the greatest number of human guests, is best suited for my 
discussion. Uncle Zhang was an ordinary clerk of the state-owned unit in the town of 
Xiaguan. In addition to his steady job in the unit, he also owned a small car accessory shop. 
Working two jobs meant a wide circle of friends and acquaintances and lots of guanxi to 
maintain. In fact, compared to other townspeople, Uncle Zhang did have a relatively more 
 extensive social network. Usually, in order to entertain ational clients, he needed to get on 
well with the local government, restaurants, karaoke, and other entertainment businesses. In 
turn for this, he was able to gain social capital within his network. 
 Besides business dealings, Uncle Zhang frequently invited superiors, colleagues, 
business partners, and clients to attend his family feasts. Ritual feasts are an ideal chance to 
achieve further intimacy. Guests are told they are free to bring their family and friends. 
Hence, a host family gets used to making additional preparations to deal in advance with 
the possibility of additional guests. The ritual banquet that Uncle Zhang's family hosted in 
2016 was elaborate. Since the beginning of 2016, his business met with several setbacks, 
which a fortune-teller told his wife were due to bad luck caused by benmingnian. While 
they considered saving their energy until the economic recession ended, Uncle Zhang's 
family finally decided to hold a ritual banquet at General Temple and invited relatives and 
friends to join.
Preparation 
 Around 10:00 a.m. on the day of Uncle Zhang's family's ritual banquet, his family and 
the attending relatives and friends gathered at the front gate of General Temple. I also 
attended and started to unload the minibus filled with materials, kitchenware, and so on. 
Earlier that morning, he and his wife had calculated the possible number of guests and 
purchased thecorresponding quantities of food, including a large pig head, pork, carp, afat 
cock, vegetables, and rice noodles. While the temple can provide such materials and 
service, Uncle Zhang's family nevertheless decided to prepare things themselves to cut 
costs. We were as yet unable to move everything to the reserved area as other hosting
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families and their guests had arrived before us. In a few minutes, the yard became ven 
more crowded; people sat under the giant umbrella drinking tea, chatting, and playing 
mahjong, and all the while the hosts were busy cooking or preparing sacrifices. 
 The female relatives whizzed through the preparation work before noon. Some of them 
set up the table with bowls and chopsticks, some assisted the hostess cooking lunch, and 
others prepared sacrifices to be used in the rituals to follow. With everything in place, 
everyone simply waited for the spirit medium to arrive. Instead.of hiring the spirit medium 
from General Temple, the hostess entrusted one of her distant female relatives with the job. 
She was an old woman with grizzled hair and a wrinlded face and dressed in a red, padded 
coat. She was the most experienced among her family members, and everyone knew she 
often traipsed back and forth from temple to temple every day. She arrived just after the 
sacrifices had been prepared and unhurriedly pulled a yellow paper from her pocket. She 
 burned it, allowing smoke to float through the sacrifices, and called it "cleansing the ` food' 
for the spirits." I also learned from her that there would be two forms of sacrifice: a raw one 
and a cooked one.
Sacrifices: The Raw and the Cooked 
 At 12:30, the raw sacrifice began, and the spirit medium led Uncle Zhang, his wife, and 
other immediate family into the second yard of the temple where General Li Mi's hall is 
located. Every family member held a plate of raw food in their hands. Uncle Zhang held the 
big pig's head and his wife carried a plate of sugar. They walked at the front of the 
procession, just after the spirit medium, who was also grasping a struggling cock with tied 
claws. After the other families had finished their rituals in the hall of General Li Mi, Uncle 
Zhang's family quickly pushed their way into the crowd and then knelt in front of General 
Li Mi and his subordinate. A spirit medium explained to me the three purposes of the raw 
sacrifice: first, to ask permission for holding a banquet at the General's house; second, to 
send an informal request o General Li Mi and his family; and third, to let the General 
check whether or not the "food" is fresh. As they used these materials in the sacrifice, the 
spirit medium also introduced the ingredients for the banquet o be served later. My 
informant also mentioned that in the following cooked sacrifice, more spirits are invited to 
attend. 
 Next, the spirit medium began to prepare for the cooked sacrifice. I chose to assist he 
spirit medium so I could ask her more details about the ritual. "Why do people need 
someone like you to hold the ritual?" I asked. "Nobody can shave heads by themselves, 
right?" She smiled. I realized she was using a metaphor to illustrate that her role was indeed 
necessary. Later, I also asked the hostess why she was dependent on her relative to be the
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spirit medium. Why had she not asked someone who belonged to the temple? "Since we 
know each other well, she will say something good about us in front of deities," she 
responded. More evidence of the superior service she provided was the amount of time 
other people had to spend waiting while the temple spirit mediums were busy dealing with 
the numerous worshippers waiting in line for rituals. Thus, the service time of each spirit 
medium was limited, and she might only invite a few spirit guests. On the contrary, by 
depending on an acquaintance, Uncle Zhang's family got better service. 
 After about one and half hours, the lavish meal for the spirits was ready. It included a 
cooked pig head, pork, chicken, two fish, fried tofu, peanuts, sugar, ganlan6), tea, and wine. 
Small dishes such as the fried tofu, peanuts, sugar, and ganlan were served as appetizers, 
and the rest were served during the main meal. Each dish was beautifully decorated and 
served on an elegant plate. The menu was designed to match the taste of deities. For 
~example, iquor and meat dishes were served for the General and his soldiers, while tea and 
vegetarian dishes were prepared for high-ranking deities to suit their vegetarian appetites. 
"Okay, it's time!" announced the spirit medium. Once again, she led Uncle Zhang's family 
members, who held the plates with cooked food, and walked into General Li Mi's hall, just 
as before. This time, I thought, hey carried out their tasks more seriously. 
 When they arrived at General Li Mi's hall, it was already crowded with people who were 
presenting appealing dishes to spirits in multifarious ways. Seeing this, the spirit medium of 
the Zhang family nimbly pressed through the throng of people and then stood in front of a 
big drum next to the altar. Suddenly, she began to "knock on heaven's door," hoping that all 
the important deities who lived in the great beyond would hear. She beat out a 
"dong......dong dong......dong" that would normally have filled the room with an exciting 
rataplan; however, despite her beating the drums with gusto, I could hardly hear any sound 
because the surrounding cacophony drowned out her drumming. These noisy sounds 
included firecrackers outside the hall, which were intended to send off spirit guests, and 
requests made by other spirit mediums. It seemed that the General and his circle must have 
been too overwhelmed by it all to properly hear the hundreds of requests of prayers at the 
same time. Spirit mediums and worshippers totally ignored each other and tried not to be 
outdone.
Honored Guests and Boisterous Banquet 
 After the beating of the drum stopped, the Zhang family's spirit medium briefly 
introduced the background of members of the host family, including their surnames and 
terms of address. Then she began to call the names of guests according to a relatively fixed 
rhetorical pattern: "Here before General Li Mi, I would like to invite XXX (spirit's name)
Banquet Hospitality and Guanxi : A Case Study at General Temple in Dali, Yunnan 207
to be our guest." The initial visitors were General Li Mi, his wife, his five sons, and his 
three daughters. Then came General Li Mi's "roommates": theGod of Wealth, the Goddess 
of Fertility, and the God of the Mountains, whose halls were located on either side of the 
 General's hall. Next came indigenous deities, like the little yellow dragon and thebig 
yellow dragon, the patron god of Uncle Zhang's hometown, and famous figures from the 
Great Religions (e.g. the Jade Emperor and Lao Tzu in Taoism, Avalokitesvara and 
Ksitigarbha from Buddhism, and Confucius). After that, those among the subordinates of 
the present guests were also greeted. 
 What impressed me was the sheer number of spirit guests that were summoned. In 
roughly thirty minutes, the spirit medium called 180 spirits' names in total, which had her 
panting heavily. All the guests were labeled with the same name: quantangfushou. This 
literally means honorable guests who can bring a person luck and longevity. It seemed that 
nothing mattered more in that boisterous atmosphere than the logic of the more, the better. 
The spirit medium from Zhang's family acted like an usher in that she warmly attended to 
guests and arranged their "seats." At the same time, she told spirits to feel free to have their 
subordinates o join them in enjoying the meal, in line with a local saying: "It is merely a
matter of adding several chopsticks." I always heard this saying when guests were told by 
their host family to bring whomever they liked to join a banquet. 
 I was further impressed bythe constitution f the name list. I wondered who they were 
and how they were linked to one another. As General Li Mi was the "owner" of the hall, 
people had to "consult" him before they could use his place to entertain their guests in the 
previous raw sacrifice. Therefore, it is only normal that the General's family and his 
"neighbors" were invited. But what about he other deities? Theoretically speaking, local 
narratives u ually place the Jade Emperor above General Li Mi; General Li Mi is thought 
of as merely an official of Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture'>. Although these spirits are 
organized into a bureaucracy and each one has a different ranking and position, the spirit 
mediums called their names alternately, in other words, without adefined hierarchy. Last 
but not least, I wanted an explanation f why the patron god of Uncle Zhang's hometown 
was present and what he relationship between the indigenous deities and General Li Mi 
was. These questions will be discussed in the final section of this paper. 
Let us return to the ritual of the banquet. I  turned out that he whole day's efforts were 
only for the moment tocome. With no concern at all for all the eyes that were on her, the 
spirit medium continued togreet the guests loudly. While she arranged guests' "seats," the 
hostess and family members held their plates behind her as if they were waiters. "We 
prepared allkinds of tasty food on this day—beautiful meat, highly valued wine and tea, 
and excellent tofu" The spirit medium began to introduce each dish. After she was satisfied
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that all the spirits had been served perfectly, she skillfully changed the topic of the 
conversation to the purpose of the banquet provided by Uncle Zhang: "If you enjoy the 
meal, please protect he whole family, and bring them safety and prosperity." In addition to 
this general request, several concrete wishes were mentioned to the deity who was 
responsible for that particular sphere. 
 Finally, the ritual drew to a close. Uncle Zhang had stood in the yard for a while, only 
waiting for the spirit medium's command to send off the spirits. Just as Uncle Zhang heard 
the signal, he set off fireworks and burned sacrificial papers that were in the form of ancient 
official documents with detailed desires of worshippers written on them. Everyone could 
buy them from the fortune-tellers in the temple. Compared to the wishes made during the 
cooked sacrifice, this textual version was much more formal. It seemed that the oral wishes 
during the banquet merely played a foreshadowing role so as not to spoil the atmosphere 
too much. After the spirits had wined and dined to satiety, they would either take a person's 
concrete written request back with them to the great beyond. 
 The ritual of the banquet was over, but the banquet for humans was still to come. After 
the hostess brought all of the "food" from the altar to the kitchen, family members took 
over the preparation of the meals for the human attendees. The ritual of the banquet 
continued uring this stage, and human guests were served tea and dessert. The weather 
was warm; lazy sunshine passed though General Temple, and the guests played mahjong 
and chatted all afternoon. This was a perfect moment o nurture relationships, ince Uncle 
Zhang's relatives, schoolmates, business partners, clients, colleagues, superiors, and 
additional contacts all found themselves together. Taking this opportunity, they comforted 
Uncle Zhang after hearing his complaints, providing suggestions related to his business and 
 introducing several new friends who could bring  him  good opportunities in his future 
career. It was getting dark now; all the guests had enjoyed the meal, and Uncle Zhang's 
family members took care of cleaning up, washing the dishes, and packing all of the stuff 
on the minibus. They all had had a really laborious day and hoped that all of their efforts 
had been worthy.
IV. Discussion
Asymmetrical Relationship 
 Before presenting a deeper analysis, I would like draw a brief conclusion regarding the 
asymmetrical relationship between the host family and the spiritual guests in the ritual. On 
the surface, the host family was lower in social status because the spiritual guests were 
loosely equated to powerful beings in the profane world, which is revealed by the procedure
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of the ritual. Firstly, although t e human guests were served tea, desserts, and later ecycled 
the feast of the spiritual guests, the difference inthe chronological order evealed that he 
deities undoubtedly had the privilege of enjoying the "food" first. Secondly, the dutiful 
worshippers were required to follow a lengthy and complicated procedure, which implies 
that an exquisitely prepared banquet was prepared for the superior beings. The banquet 
started by asking permission for holding a banquet at the General's house. Meanwhile 
letting the General check whether or not the "food" is fresh. In addition, the spirit medium 
cleansed the materials and demonstrated heir quality and freshness for the benefit of the 
spiritual guests. What is more, the dishes were designed tosuit he tastes and preferences of 
the spiritual guests, and cooked ishes were beautifully decorated. Thirdly, the division of 
roles of actors in the banquet indicated that he host family could not directly communicate 
with the high-ranking spiritual guests. They acted like silent waiters who were supposed to
hold the plates of food and who stood behind the spirit medium. The spirit medium came 
on behalf of the host family to invite and entertain the spiritual guests. Thus, she was their 
representative, m diator, and "usher," all at same time. In offering the cooked sacrifice, she 
spoke first by introducing the background and explaining the intentions of the host family. 
Then, she solemnly summoned and greeted every guest, arranged their "seats," and 
introduced very dish. Lastly, she skillfully changed the subject to the petitions of the host 
family. In this sense, the ritual of the banquet is carried out like a formal feast hat is 
especially for dignitaries. 
  The three aspects described above show that an asymmetrical relationship existed 
between the host family and the spiritual guests in the ritual. However, this does not mean 
that he spiritual beings were out of reach. Mayfair (1994: 197) indicates that he host can 
be seen as a donor who can gain moral advantage over the recipients and thus further 
subject them to his or her will. Through this transformation of moral subordination at the 
banquet, the host was able to effect asymbolic reversal of the social hierarchy. Furthermore, 
comparing the banquet to earthly power elations, a banquet held for spiritual beings was 
much easier because playing host to humans requires more time and material expense. As
Mayfair (1994: '136) shows, extracting benefit from guanxi n the real world usually 
requires patience and long forethought, and one may not expect guests o repay this at once. 
It is not easy to build such a special relationship with one official at one meal, let alone to 
cater to hundreds ofthem synchronously with a clear purpose. Despite the difficulty, the 
ritual of the banquet accomplished this goal. Next, I will show how the ritual of the banquet 
shortened the distance between the host and the powerful beings by creating an intersection.
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Acquaintance Efficacy and the Cosmos of Benmingnian 
 In this paper, I argue that there was a scaled-up acquaintance efficacy reflected in the 
ritual of the banquet. The sequences of host family 4 spirit medium - General Li Mi as 
well as neighboring deities 4 local patron deities 4 deities from the Great Religions 
linked together worshipper, spirit medium, and spiritual guests. To be specific, the host 
family first hired a relative as their spirit medium because they knew that she would say 
something complimentary in front of the deity. This acquaintance b gan by communicating 
with General Li Mi and invited his "neighboring" deity, since they were the owners of this 
temple, and in this sense, the two became co-hosts of the banquet because they provided the 
space to hold it. Later, the "magistrate" from the host's hometown and other local deities 
attended, headed by General Li Mi, who was thought of as the superordinate of the 
prefecture. In turn, General Li Mi was regarded as a subordinate of deities from the Great 
Religions (Buddhism, Taoism, and Confucianism), and so forth. The ranking of spiritual 
guests was less significant han providing sacrifices eparately, and only the boisterous 
atmosphere and the sense of familiarity mattered. The ritual of the banquet did emphasize a 
sense of harmony in officialdom wherein dignitaries were supposed to know each other 
well and sit together. Hence, acquaintance efficacy not only helped achieve this temporal 
equality but also shortened the distance between different deities and between the host 
family and deities. 
 Anthropologists tudying rituals of the Han Chinese popular religion have recently 
started to shift their focus from ritual procedures to the social dimension. Chau (2006: 126-
146) studied both small-scale hosting (e.g., visiting) and significant hosting (e.g. funerals 
and weddings) in Shaanbei, during which he found that catering to guests was the most 
important concern for hosts because, on such occasions, hosts accrued social prestige (i.e. 
"face") and symbolic apital. Moreover, social and moral worth was evaluated and judged. 
Hosts put so much energy into the banquet that the ritual itself seemed of minor importance 
by comparison. Usually, hosts would entrust responsibilities tospecialists with professional 
knowledge. Thus, hiring ritual experts was like hiring a carpenter. It did not matter how 
elaborate and sophisticated the religious activity was, since ritual experts would take care of 
it. I agree with Chau that popular eligion was socially organized in China, but I want to 
argue that, in terms of the role of ritual experts, he went too far because whether the ritual 
itself matters or not depends on the locality and concerns the kind of ritual and the 
relationship between spirit medium and worshipper. 
 In the case of the ritual of the banquet, catering to humans and deities could equally bring 
favor because both of them follow the similar principle—cementing old ties, establishing 
new ties (or "acquaintance fficacy" for short). Zhang's family had not hired a spirit
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medium in the temple. Instead, they entrusted one of their relatives out of the belief that a 
 familiar person would say something complimentary and would invite more spiritual guests 
for them. Second, I saw a clear division of labor in that the host was mainly in charge of 
entertaining human guests while the hostess collaborated with the work of the spirit 
medium. Although Zhang's family was not equipped with professional knowledge as was 
the spirit medium, family members got involved to a greater or lesser degree in the ritual 
procedure. Most importantly, the spirit medium's verbal performance assisted the 
acquaintance efficacy in breaking the ontological boundary between spiritual and human 
beings. Compared with the case examined by Chau, the ritual of the banquet demonstrated 
an internal link between catering to guests and performing the ritual because the ritual itself 
was an elaborate banquet prepared with the goal of approaching dignitaries in the 
supernatural world. 
 Furthermore, the logic of increasing the number of intermediaries and thereby the points 
of intersection made it possible for strangers to transform into acquaintances and the 
familiar to become ven more familiar. If we understand that building special relationships 
is a shortcut o gaining access to those with power, the role of the patron deity of Uncle 
Zhang's hometown becomes comprehensible. This god possibly played the role of a point 
of intersection i the ritual of the banquet. Actually, the patron god was not merely regarded 
as "magistrate." The Bai people in Dali often make an analogy between their patron deity 
and their eldership. The spirit medium of the Zhang family explained to me that the patron 
deity from someone's birthplace was like his or her parents. It was a child's obligation to 
report when they left their house and went to take their parents to attend a feast. Of course, 
taking the "magistrate" from one's hometown to the banquet may express respect and 
virtue. What the spirit medium did not say was that this can also bring a sense of familiarity. 
General Li Mi had been accepted as a patron deity at the prefectural level; hence, inviting 
his local "colleagues" or subordinates not only reaffirmed ties but also increased the 
possibility that the prayers would be answered. 
 It is well known that every spirit in Dali has his or her administrative district and each 
has his or her own sphere, so entertaining all of them guaranteed that every aspect of a 
worshipper's life could be sheltered under the spirits' power. In addition, the acquaintance 
effect was further strengthened by the cosmos of benmingnian. In this special year, local 
people believed there would be a great deal of latent danger. Large events such as 
weddings, construction projects, and any risky or aggressive behavior would be better 
avoided. People often adopted a conservative strategy to deal with threats, for example, by 
balancing and nurturing connections with deities and humans. In this way, they tried to 
safeguard their current possessions and undertakings and assure their continued success. In
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the annual ritual of welcoming the ancestors' ghosts of the Lao people, Ladwig(2012) 
found that the Buddhist cosmos of karma influenced the practice of burying one's neglected 
ancestors within the innumerable multitude of guests. Since any sentient being could 
potentially be a relative, worshippers had to cater to them all for fear of their revenge if they 
were not invited. In the ritual of the banquet, General Li Mi was likewise buried within a 
 multitude of relational deities since in the special year of benmingnian, obody knew from 
which direction danger would come. Worshippers had no choice but to take everything into 
consideration. However, this did not mean that spiritual visitors were invited randomly. 
Instead, the choices were not only influenced by the cosmos of benmingnian and 
acquaintance efficacy but also reflected asort of historical continuity.
Historical Continuity of Relational Deities 
  General Li Mi had been linked in the past to many relational deities, which enabled the 
spirit medium to create acquaintance efficacy. With the apotheosis of General Li Mi, the 
precursor of the Dragon King Temple was occupied by Li Mi (Lian 2015: 133-136). Later, 
General Li Mi further eplaced Dragon King's duty of managing irrigation and rain making. 
Finally the Dragon King's statue was relegated to a nearby small temple and his image 
changed to that of an old lady who was thought of as a wife of General Li Mi (Li 2004). 
According to the myths I collected from the village near General Temple, people explained 
her situation as a solitary wife who was angry with General Li Mi for his infidelities, 
leading her to move away from her original place8e. Informed by this myth, the participation 
of the wife of General Li Mi in the ritual of the banquet might be considered an 
unconscious compensatory behavior layered by historical memory. As Watson (2012: 310-
312) has observed in southern China, the state authorities promoted new "approved" 
deities, leading earlier local deities to he eaten or ingested; however, this did not mean that 
these unsanctioned deities would disappear. Maybe they no longer had statues or stones to 
represent them, but their names continued to appear in rituals. In the case I studied, the 
earlier Dragon King did have a statue, which was moved away from its original place and 
feminized into General Li Mi's wife. 
  What is more, throughout history, General Li Mi had been linked to other relational 
deities, leading to the cyclical reproduction of the General in myths. Especially when they 
believed General Li Mi was more powerful and effective, worshippers began to construct 
the relationships ofother deities with General Li Mi in all their forms. Authors of different 
periods who investigated General Temple and its relational temples left a lot of materials 
about hese relational deities (Li 1978, Yang Du & Zhang 1991, see also Lian 2015). For 
example, Li Jiarui (1978: 196-197) recorded General Li Mi's sons, brothers, subordinates,
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and daughters, explaining that some villages in the town of Xiaguan regarded them as 
patron deities, while other villages in Xiaguan also claimed General Li Mi's daughters, 
sons-in-law, or his soldiers' wives as their patron deities. Furthermore, General Li Mi 
developed a "political marriage" with other powerful indigenous deities, such as Duan 
Zongbang9). It was said that General Li Mi's granddaughter married Duan Zongbang's 
grandson and became the patron deity of that place. The number of these relational deities 
and their administrative districts vary according to each investigator, but innumerable 
instances of nepotism were a common feature. 
 At the same time, General Temple became a crowded parlor where different people 
continually installed new statues of spirits. In the fifteenth century, General Li Mi had 
usurped the original position of the Dragon King, and the name of the temple was changed 
to General Temple. In 1900, General Temple was restored, and later, in the Republican 
Period, several local firms pooled enough money to enlarge the temple. During this process, 
deities like the God of Wealth, the God of the Mountains, the Goddess of Fertility, the 
 Horse King, and the Cattle King were gradually installed in General Temple (Song 1985: 
66, Ma 1990: 137). In short, depending on the will of the worshippers of different periods, 
a pantheon of various positions and functions filled the temple. Up until now, the hall of 
General Li Mi has been adorned with his five sons, five subordinates, Mahakala, and the 
Judge of Good and Evil. Additionally, including the God of Wealth, the God of the 
Mountains, the Goddess of Fertility, and their subordinates, all deities have a separate hall. 
Meanwhile the Horse King and Cattle King's statues have disappeared. On the other hand, 
many Taoist, Buddhist, and Confucian Temples have been built in the area surrounding the 
General Temple. 
 By reviewing history, it becomes apparent during particular periods whether the circle of 
relational deities around General Li Mi was shrinking or increasing. Regardless of whether 
these fluctuations were expressed atthe mythical or material level, they reflect he changing 
popularity of General Li Mi in the minds of the people of Dali. From the defeated 
conqueror to the patron deity of the whole prefecture, General Li Mi gradually "settled 
down" in local society and became the "host" of certain temples. Later, with the process of 
cultural integration, he was accepted into a very mixed pantheon. Here, the General was in 
the middle of a multitude of social relationships, including with his spouse, dependents, in-
laws, siblings, subordinates, and superiors. This paper has no ambition to distinguish one 
from another; what I hope to discern is how this circle influenced the present ritual. In the 
ritual of the banquet, the changing social circle surrounding General Li Mi served as 
historical inspiration that enabled the spirit medium to frame the guest list. However, it only 
served as an initial frame of reference because she still had to adjust he list according to the
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host family's needs.
V. Conclusion
 Whether or not the ritual of the banquet is a widespread ritual form deserves further 
study. In this paper, by combining ethnographic study with records and myths, we may start 
to understand why this ritual still follows complex procedures. The key to this puzzle was 
the sociohistorical context of the ritual. I argue that the ritual of the banquet in which I 
participated in 2016 was a hybrid product of the reform era of the P.R.C. Dali has been a 
place where a great diversity of groups have risen and fallen over a long period of time. 
Thus, manipulating uanxi and taming strangers have always been and will always be 
survival strategies of the people of Dali. In the past, a stranger was associated with a threat, 
whereas now, a stranger may represent a resource or opportunity. General Li Mi, a powerful 
being who once was an outside conqueror, was transformed into a "prefectural official" 
who could bring fortune and safety to worshippers. 
 In the reform era of the P.R.C., cultivating guanxi is central to the experience of 
entrepreneurs. My informant, Uncle Zhang, is a unit employee and entrepreneur. 
Participating and organizing various receptions was a necessary skill for maintaining his 
wide social network. In this sense, holding family rituals and, incidentally, catering to 
guests became one of the best ways to cement old ties and establish new ones. However, 
one should be careful when simply viewing a ritual as an outcome of utilitarianism because 
it is layered with many factors. To my knowledge, there are at least hree notable aspects at 
work: 1) acquaintance efficacy, 2) the cosmos of benmingnian, and 3) historical continuity. 
 Across various types of relationships, tapping into power requires significant patience 
and considerable expense. Banquets for dignitaries were the first step in the transformation 
from "raw" to "cooked." However, it was not enough; thus, people had to build special 
relationships by entangling deities with acquaintances. These acquaintances functioned as 
intersections toeffectively achieve a boisterous atmosphere and sense of familiarity during 
the banquet. 
 The acquaintance fficacy was further strengthened by the cosmos of benmingnian, 
considered a special year that was rife with latent danger. Consequently, innumerable 
human guests and deities were invited as a safeguard inthe face of threats, but this does not 
mean that acquaintances were randomly selected. There was a degree of historical 
continuity in that General Li Mi had been linked in the past to many relational deities. In 
the ritual of the banquet, he spirit medium called upon this circle to meet he host family's 
needs, creating avivid scene of a "reception" crowned with spiritual guests. The procedures
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and terms of this ritual may seem lengthy and complicated, but when scanning 
history and social life, it is already a very "simplified" version.
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the local
Note
 1)
2)
3)
4)
5)
6) 
7)
8)
9)
According to the official population statistics of 2007, China has more than two million Bai people, about eighty 
percent of which live in the Dali Bai Autonomous Prefecture (D.B.A.P.). In D.B.A.P., there are a total of twelve thnic 
groups, which comprise half of Dali's population. Among the minority populations of Dali, the proportion of the Bai 
people comprises about 65 percent. For statistical data about population, please see the official website of D.B.A.P. 
(2012). 
In the 8th century, Dali area was governed by the Nanzhao Kingdom, which was relatively independent from the Tang 
in the Central Plains. As conflicts increased, the Tang Emperor sent General Li Mi's troops in 754 A.D. to attack 
Nanzhao. The war ended and the General surrendered. Since the Yuan dynasty, the Central dynasties have had 
administrative authority over Dali, and later, in the Ming dynasty, the local government agreed to build a temple to 
General Li Mi. During this process, the role of General Li Mi was transformed from a defeated outside invader to the 
regional patron deity. Indigenous people and migrants alike worshipped General Li Mi. 
In addition to these non-periodic rituals hosted in the town of Xiaguan, there were other, related rituals in the Bai 
village. There, General Li Mi is respected as benzhu, which means regional patron deity. His annual birthday in mid-
August of the lunar calendar was when the main form of the ritual took place. As for other Bai villages in the Erhai 
Lake area, the temple of General Li Mi is one of the stops along the Jiejingu pilgrimage route on the second month of 
the lunar calendar. 
In Chinese traditional calendars, each year is named after a particular sign of the zodiac, which is a cycle of twelve 
astrological signs. Every twelfth year after one's birth year is known as a benmingnian. For example, one occurs at age 
twelve, twenty-four, thirty-six, forty-eight, and so forth. 
Most of today's Dali basin was governed by Nanzhao (738-902) and the Dali Kingdom (937-1254), which were 
relatively independent local regimes. Although separated inpolitical evel, during and long before Nanzhao's reign, 
cultural interactions between Dali and Inland China already existed both officially (by tribute, frontier trade, and war) 
and unofficially (spontaneous immigration, circuit monks, and Taoist priests). 
Ganlan is a kind of common offering in the Dali area, which is fried chips made from rice. 
In the conception of worshippers, the attribute of General Li Mi that is always emphasized is that he is an earthy 
official at the prefectural level who cannot be equated with superiors from the Great Religions of Taoism, Buddhism, 
and Confucianism. In addition, he is thought of as a humane and kind father but an unfaithful husband who enjoyed 
eating meat and drinking wine. However, at the banquet, rank was not that important. 
General Li Mi's wife's new house was located on the top of General Temple, and there was a small river that flowed 
through both her temple and General Temple. Worshippers humorously described this river as the urine of the General's 
wife, which served as a curse to punish er husband's unfaithful behavior. Such bits of "gossip" can also demonstrate 
traces of earlier deities that remain in the popular historical memory. 
Duan Zongbang was a famous military officer in the Nanzhao period who had a formidable r putation for loyalty. After 
he died, he was deified as the central god among all patron deities, especially by Bai villages around the Erhai area.
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Abstract 
 This paper mainly focuses on the operational ogic and historical continuity of the ritual 
of the banquet as manifested during contemporary banquets held at General Temple in Dali, 
Yunnan. I argue that this ritual can be understood as a vivid scene of hospitality which is 
inscribed with social and historical meaning and a tactic of the art of guanxi. Dali has been 
a place where a great diversity of groups have risen and fallen over a long period of time. 
Thus, manipulating guanxi and taming strangers have always been among the survival 
strategies of the people of Dali. The exquisitely prepared banquet made possible efficacy of 
acquaintance aimed at building special relationships with dignitaries. This efficacy was 
further reinforced by the cosmos of benmingnian, because in the special year in which the 
banquet took place, it was believed that there was an exceptional need to strengthen 
networks in order to resolve uncertainties. However, this did not mean that spiritual visitors 
were invited randomly; the ritual of the banquet also shows a sort of historical continuity. 
General Li Mi had been linked in the past to many relational deities in the process of 
apotheosis, based on which the spirit medium framed the list of spiritual guests.
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